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Book Review: First World Hunger Revisited: Food Charity or the Right to Food? Second Edition, edited by 
Graham Riches and Tiina Silvasti 
Steven Harkins finds that this book is a useful resource for students of both the practical challenges posed by 
food poverty and also the philosophical questions that the issue raises: do people have a right to food in wealthy 
food-secure countries? 
First World Hunger Revisited: Food Charity or the Right to 
Food? Second Edition. Edited by Graham Riches and Tiina Silvasti. Palgrave Macmillan. 2014. 
Find this book:  
First World Hunger Revisited by Graham Riches and Tiina Silvasti is the second edition of a collection of essays 
RQIRRGSRYHUW\LQµIRRG-VHFXUH¶FRXQWULHV7KHILUVWHGLWLRQZDVSXEOLVKHGLQDQGWKLVXSGDWHGVHFRQG
HGLWLRQµH[SORUHVDQGDQDO\VHVWKHULVHDQGGHYHORSPHQWRIFKDUitable food banks and emergency food aid since 
WKHPLGVDVDFRQWLQXLQJUHVSRQVHWRJURZLQJGRPHVWLFKXQJHULQEDVLFDOO\IRRGVHFXUHULFK³)LUVW:RUOG´
FRXQWULHV¶S7KHERRNDGRSWVDFULWLFDOSHUVSHFWLYHE\TXHVWLRQLQJZKHWKHUIRRGFKDULW\GHSROiticises hunger 
DVµDQLVVXHUHTXLULQJWKHIXOODWWHQWLRQRIVWDWHVDQGWKHLUJRYHUQPHQWV¶S 
The growth of food charity initiatives presents a serious challenge to proponents of neoliberalism who have 
attempted to rationalise the existence of poverty through two powerful myths. The first myth is that wealth is 
UHGLVWULEXWHGIURPWKHULFKHVWWRWKHSRRUHVWPHPEHUVRIVRFLHW\WKURXJKDEHQHYROHQWµWULFNOH-GRZQ¶SURFHVVDQ
idea which has no basis in economic theory. The other is that the main cause of poverty is the behaviour of those 
DIIHFWHGE\LWDYLHZSRLQWHYLGHQFHGE\0LFKDHO3RUWLOOR¶V recent TV appearance where he argued that children 
QHHGWRXVHIRRGEDQNVEHFDXVHWKHLUSDUHQWVVSHQGWKHLUPRQH\RQGUXJVKHDGGHGµWRVD\WKDWIRRGEDQNV
SURYHWKHUHLVKXQJHULVLOORJLFDO¶7KHFRQWULEXWRUVSURYLGHHYLGHQFHWKDWWKHUHLVDVHULRXVLVVXHwith food poverty 
in Britain and 11 other food-secure countries: Australia, Brazil, Canada, Estonia, Finland, Hong Kong, New 
Zealand, South Africa, Spain, Turkey and the USA. 
Chapter 12 focuses on food poverty in Britain and is written by Elizabeth Dowler, Professor of Food and Social 
Policy at Warwick University. Dowler argues that between the first and second editions of this book an 
µDVWRQLVKLQJDQGVFDUFHO\LPDJLQDEOHVLWXDWLRQ¶LVXQIROGLQJLQWKH8.S'RZOHURXWOLQHVKRZDV3RUWLOOR¶V
comments show, the growth of food poverty in Britain has been rationalised through an ideological context 
ZKHUHE\µSHRSOH¶VLQGLYLGXDO-OHYHOFRPSHWHQFLHVLQNQRZLQJKRZWREXGJHWIRUFKRRVHRUFRRNKHDOWK\IRRG¶DUH
questioned (p.164), this rationale constructs fRRGSRYHUW\DVDQLVVXHZKHUHSHRSOHH[SHULHQFLQJLWµRQO\KDYH
WKHPVHOYHVWREODPH¶S7KLVKDVEHHQH[DFHUEDWHGE\DFOLPDWHZKHUHµWKHUHKDVEHHQDV\VWHPDWLF
dismantling of the post-war consensus on the need for and maintenance of a welfare state¶S7KHRIILFLDO
government response to the growth in food banks has been to deny that they are part of the welfare system and 
DUJXHWKDWWKH\µJHQHUDWHVXSSO\-OHGGHPDQG¶S'RZOHUQRWHVWKDW 
µ7KHUHLVQRUHFRJQLWLRQE\WKHFHQWUDOVWDWHRIthe problems associated with, nor acceptance of responsibility for, the growing number of 
KRXVHKROGVXQDEOHWRVXUYLYHHFRQRPLFDOO\DQGZKRDUHXVLQJFKDULWDEOHDQGHPHUJHQF\IRRGVRXUFHV¶S 
 
Food bank items. Credit: vancouver foodbank CC BY 2.0 
Dowler argues for a rights based approach to solving the food poverty crisis and recommends that the British 
Government implements the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) into 
law, a move they have resisted so far despite recommendations from the Joint Committee on Human Rights of 
the Houses of Lords and Commons. The chapter concludes with a damning assessment of the British 
GovernmHQW¶VLQDFWLRQRQIRRGSRYHUW\ 
µ7KH*RYHUQPHQW¶VUHVLVWDQFHWRDFNQRZOHGJLQJVWUXFWXUDOFRQWULEXWLRQVWRKRXVHKROGIRRGLQVHFXULW\WRPRQLWRULQJWKHLUHIIHcts or to addressing 
causes, is a clear dereliction of duty to implement the human right to food. IQVWHDGDFRXQWU\ZKLFKLVRQHRIWKHZRUOG¶VULFKHVWDQGZKLFKLQ
hosting the 2012 Olympic Games, demonstrated creativity, generosity and the best of human nature, seems slow to grasp the realities of how 
many of its citizens are having to live because of harsh programmes of enforced economic austerity and the systematic undermining of its social 
VDIHW\QHW,WLVWLPHWKDWIRRGLQMXVWLFHLQDOOLWVIRUPVLVFKDOOHQJHG¶S 
Critics of poverty and inequality in Britain often point to the Nordic welfare state as an ideal model for the delivery 
RIVRFLDOMXVWLFH+RZHYHU&KDSWHURXWOLQHVKRZ)LQODQGKDVDFRQVWLWXWLRQDOFRPPLWPHQWWRµWKRVHZKRFDQQRW
obtain the means necessDU\IRUDOLIHRIGLJQLW\¶DQGZKRµKDYHWKHULJKWWRUHFHLYHLQGLVSHQVDEOHVXEVLVWHQFHDQG
FDUH¶SLQVKDUSFRQWUDVWZLWKWKH%ULWLVKGHQLDORIDUHVSRQVLELOLW\7LLQD6LOYDVWLDQG-RXNR.DUDMDODLQHQOLQN
the growth of food banks in Finland to the European trend of widening inequality, and the authors argue that 
µSROLWLFLDQVVHHPWREHSRZHUOHVVDQGFRQIXVHGLQIURQWRIWKHJOREDOL]LQJHFRQRP\¶ZKLFKLVGULYLQJWKHJURZWKRI
low-SDLGMREVZKLFKDUHLQWKHPVHOYHVµDJXDUDQWHHGUHFLSHIRUIHHGLQJWKHJURZLQJQHHGIRUIRRGDLG¶S7KH
chapter provides a stark reminder that not even the Nordic welfare model is immune to pressure from the global 
economic system. 
This book is a useful resource for students of both the practical challenges posed by food poverty and also the 
philosophical questions that the issue raises: do people have a right to food in wealthy food-secure countries? Is 
this the beginning of a shift away from the universal welfare state and towards a greater involvement of charities 
in providing social welfare? 
This book is an excellent guide to understanding what is likely to become a key debate for students in a range of 
disciplines including economics, politics and human rights. It offers a well-researched comparative study of food 
povHUW\DFURVVµIRRG-VHFXUH¶FRXQWULHVDQGRIIHUVDYDOXDEOHFRQWHPSRUDU\FRQWULEXWLRQWRDYHU\ROGGHEDWH
For example, famines in India and Ireland in the 19th Century were rationalised by focussing on the scarcity of 
food and on the behaviour of the malnourished population. These justifications ignored the fact that both of those 
FRXQWULHVZHUHH[SRUWLQJIRRGGXULQJWKRVHIDPLQHVVHH5RVV¶V The Malthus Factor). 
In Britain, many of those on the political right agree with Portillo, that people living in poverty only have 
themselves to blame, despite strong evidence to the contrary. Meanwhile, many of those on the left point to 
mirroring the Nordic welfare state model as a possible solution, yet this idea is undermined by the evidence in 
WKLVERRN7KHVHDUJXPHQWVDSSHDUWREHDµ3WROHPLVDWLRQ¶RIWKH nHROLEHUDOµSDUDGLJP¶ VHH=L]HN¶V The Sublime 
Object of Ideology7KLVERRNFRQFOXGHVWKDWµWKHULJKWWRIRRGLVVWLOODGLVWDQWJRDOZDLWLQJWREHIXOILOOHG¶S07). 
:KHQZHOLYHLQDSDUDGLJPZKHUHWKHµULJKWWRIRRG¶EHFRPHVDUDGLFDOSROLWLFDOSRVLWLRQWKHTXHVWLRQQHHGVWR
be asked, is it time for a new paradigm? 
 
